Narrative and Simultaneity
Benjamin and the Image of Proust Louis Simon Loyola University, Chicago Reversal is the direction of learning which transforms existence into writing.
-Walter Benjamin, Franz Kafka On the Tenth Anniversary of His Death Walter Benjamin's 1929 essay, "The Image of Proust," reveals a deep affinity between the two thinkers. Contrary to the view that Proust's work constitutes a massive attempt to escape from time into a high modernist, mystical, ahistorical cathedral of art, Proust's work, much like Benjamin's, investigates contemporary issues of class, proto-fascist thought, personal and historical memory, and the relevance of esoteric states of consciousness to an individual's actions in the present. In addition, both writers saw writing as an action both rooted in and having a significant impact on the present moment.
While approaches to Proust that issue from an exclusively linear interpretation of narrative and subjective experience may deepen our understanding of the novel's complex narrative structure (Gerard Genette's work comes to mind), Benjamin's essay evinces an approach to Proust that goes beyond received notions of temporality. What happens in A la recherche du temps perdu, he writes, belongs to "the world distorted in a state of resemblance, a world in which the true surrealist face of existence breaks through" (205) .1 A conceptual framework emphasizing simultaneity and nonlinearity, therefore, may help to expose some of the ties that link the philosophical attitudes toward reading, writing, memory, and alterna- it, at- tempting to flee from the consequences of transience" (261). This type of reading, however, which speaks of a culmination of the work and sees its author's aim as an escape or retreat into pleasant childhood memories, tends to obscure the connections between involuntary memory and the act of writing that Benjamin's essay emphasizes. Obviously, the linear temporality of the reading experience seems to impose a linear interpretive structure, a structure traceable to the linearity of the sentence and of human experience as widely understood. Proust and Benjamin, though, challenge this structure.
Certainly on the level of narrative, Marcel's epiphanies, which span some 60 pages (897-957), function as the climactic moment of the work. But the length, nature, and subject matter of Proust's work question and problematize the very notion of narrative linearity and the supremacy of its role in our understanding the structure of his text (and of memory and experience). Considering that Proust spent at least 14 years writing and revising his book-the revisions were unfinished at the time of his death in 1922-and the length of time it takes a reader to get through the entire work, to attribute supreme importance to a single moment that "defines" the "aim" of 2 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 21, Iss. 2 [1997] Nabokov, Proust, and Benjamin, and appears in surrealist writings such as Andre Breton's Nadja. In all these cases there is the acknowledgment of the dimension of simultaneity, a dimension in which the linear continuum of life experience-either through a moment of involuntary memory or a series of coincidences-folds upon itself, revealing at once the existence of a nontemporal "pattern" of experience and the existence of a dimension of consciousness capable of recognizing and partaking of such experiences.'
For Marcel in Time Regained, these "life patterns" constitute a text that one must seek to decipher or read. More importantly, he considers this task of decipherment to be none other than the creation of a work of art:
Whether I was concerned with impressions like the one which I had received from the steeples of Martinville or with reminiscences like that of the unevenness of the two steps or the taste of the madeleine, the task was to interpret the given sensations as signs of so many laws and ideas, by trying to think-that is to say, to draw forth from the shadow-what I had merely felt, by trying to convert it into its spiritual equivalent. And this method, which seemed to me the sole method, what was it but the creation of a work of art? (912) Marcel clearly sees the experience of involuntary memory not as an escape from time (or old age, as some critics believe) but as that which ignites, infuses, and makes possible the creation, in the present moment, of meaningful art. He comes to believe that every moment contains the "secret meaning" of existence, but in normal states of consciousness we are unable to read this meaning.
Following his realization that the task of decipherment is none other than the creation of art, he notes, "As for the inner book of unknown symbols . . . if I tried to read them no one could help me with any rules, for to read them was an act of creation in which no one can do our work for us or even collaborate with us. How many for this reason turn aside from writing!" (913). Benjamin's concurrence with the notion that artistic creation, specifically writing, is 6
Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 21, Iss. 2 [1997] The slightest word we have said, the most insignificant action that we have performed at any one epoch of our life was surrounded by, and coloured by the reflection of, things which logically had no connexion with it and which later have been separated from it by our intellect which could make nothing of them for our rational purposes, things, however, in the midst of which . . . the simplest act or gesture remains immured as within a thousand sealed vessels, each of them filled with things of a colour, a scent, a temperature that are absolutely different one from another . . . It is the writer's task, according to Marcel, to open these sealed vessels: involuntary memory provides the writer with the means to do so by permitting access to another, lost dimension of experience. Having gained access to this dimension, the writer then strives to read, to decipher, to make clear the meanings yielded up by the contents of the suddenly opened vessels. The what we call reality is a certain connexion between these immediate sensations and the memories which envelop us simultaneously with them . . . a unique connexion which the writer has to rediscover in order to link for ever in his phrase the two sets of phenomena which reality joins together. (924) The emphasis here on the importance of writing-as opposed to a mere desire to repeat childhood happiness-is quite explicit. And in fact, Marcel goes on to claim that "Real life, life at last laid bare and illuminated-the only life in consequence which can be said to be really lived-is literature" (931).
Literature in this sense means much more than the reading of narratives; it means going beyond linear narrativity and into the atemporal dimension of simultaneity, a dimension in which reading accesses nonordinary states of consciousness and inspires the creative process." Benjamin's dual emphasis on the Proustian image and the image of Proust the creator, the former being the inspiration and the product of artistic effort and the latter being the image of that activity itself, attests to his appreciation of this dimension of Proust' 
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